
 

James Robert Loome 

5774840 Private, 5th Battalion Royal Norfolk Regiment 

He died on 6th March 1944 in Japan, aged 40 

James is commemorated at Yokohama War Cemetery, Japan 

 

 James Robert Loome was one of a number of our Harleston Heroes who died out in the Far East; 

Charles Chamberlain, Leonard Howard, James Loome and Walter Wisken all perished whilst in the 

hands of the Japanese.  

The story of James Loome’s ancestors is very much one of hardship and having to adapt to what 

life throws at you.  It also clearly demonstrates how fluid names could be, even just 200 years ago 

and how illiteracy would impact on this. There had been tough times on both sides of the family, 

there were also some tough men in the family and the entanglements that arose from multiple 

marriages, re-marriages and relationships without benefit of clergy show, once again that our 

Victorian ancestors were a lot more flexible than our interwar ancestors! 

Way back in 1815, 30 years 

old bachelor Charles Legood 

married Hannah Hurry in their 

village church at Ditchingham.  

Church. Hannah was not of 

age, must have been 

substantially younger than her 

groom who was rapidly 

galloping into middle age, and 

her parents had to give 

permission for their marriage 

in the village church; none of 

the parties involved (except 

for the priest and one witness!) could write their name. It may be no co-incidence that a year after 

their marriage an infant Hannah Legood died in Ditchingham, what happened to her putative mother 

remains unknown.  The family’s movements after this become a mystery; Charles and Hannah had 

no children that I have been able to find, (with the possible exception of little Hannah) neither have 

I been able to find a definite record of Hannah Legood nee Hurry’s death. There was a Hannah 

Leggatt (yup Legood and Legatt were interchangeable at the time – say ‘em out loud and you will 

get the drift!) who died at the age of 28 in Yarmouth in late October 1822, who may (at a stretch) 

have been our lady; Charles seems to have been fairly mobile! 



Widowed Charles Leggett, a weaver, found himself a new wife, Mary nee Flint, and married her up 

in Norwich, in 1825.  Being a weaver may have led Charles to the city in the first place, Norwich had 

long been a major centre of the cloth trade but at the time was suffering from the effect of cheap 

foreign imports. One of these recessions may well have led to Alburgh born Charles being thrown 

out of work; he, his pauper wife and two pauper children, would not have been maintained by the 

Board of Guardians in Norwich, instead he and his family would have been returned to his home 

parish. Hence, in 1841, 16 years after their marriage, Charles Leggett, weaver, his second wife Mary 

nee Flint and their two children, Benjamin and William were all in the Depwade Union Workhouse. 

Later evidence shows the children to have been born in Norwich. Perhaps it was Mary Leggett’s ill 

health that had led to the family being committed to the work house; Mary Leggett wife of Charles, 

died there in 1843, aged 44, leaving her husband and 2 sons.  Although she died in the workhouse, 

she was buried at Redenhall Church indicating her husband had established himself in one of the 

villages that St Mary’s Redenhall served, most likely Wortwell if not the town of Harleston itself. 

Pragmatism was to lead to Charles giving up his job as a weaver and becoming an agricultural 

labourer which is what he was when he appeared in the 1851 census as the lodger of elderly widow 

Elizabeth Goldspink  in Wortwell, the same lady with whom he was living in 1861 (under the name 

‘Spink in 1861 and the 

name Goldsmith in 1841!) 

when they were both 

described as paupers 

receiving Parish Support. 

Goldspink is a name that 

pops up again later but I think more as a matter of co-incidence than anything else. Whilst Charles 

Legood was lodging with Mrs Goldspink, in 1851, his son Benjamin Leggatt was lodging in James 

Rayner’s household, also in Wortwell.  

 

Meanwhile, in 1832, Robert Loom 

and Rebecca Gower, both of 

Denton, married in the village 

church, both signing their names 

albeit a little shakily. Two years later 

they baptised a little girl named 

Rebecca Jnr after her mother; two 

younger sisters had followed by the 

1841 census and all were living with 

their parents in Denton.  The father, 

Robert was, so typically of the time 

and place, an agricultural labourer. 10 years later and the family were still in Denton, two more 

children had been added but both the older girls were away from home, probably working in 

service.10 years after that, in 1861, Robert was claiming to be unmarried (I think he must have 

meant widowed) and was lodging in the Revell household, still in Denton. It was very common 

practice at the time for the unmarried or widowed to attach themselves to another household, often 

one with young children where money was short. As the young family expanded and space became 

tighter the lodger would have to move on elsewhere but by 1891 Robert was in his 80’s and no 

longer able to work; for the first time he was out of the village of Denton and instead the old fellow 

was out at the Union Workhouse in Pulham. 

This Union Workhouse was the same as the one the Legoods/Leggatts had found themselves in 50 

years earlier and almost certainly where Robert Loom’s daughter, Rebecca Loom Jnr, landed when 

awaiting the arrival of her illegitimate son, William Loom Snr baptised in Pulham in 1857.  However, 

the next year Rebecca Jnr was back in Denton (possibly just for her marriage) where she married 



another former workhouse inmate, Benjamin Legood, the oldest son of Charles and his second wife 

Mary who had died in the workhouse 14 years previously.   

Like Rebecca Loom Jnr’s father, her new husband Benjamin was also a labourer, and whilst 

Benjamin confidently and elegantly signed his name, Rebecca jnr. and both her witnesses could 

only mark a cross; literacy in her family had deteriorated in a generation.  

Benjamin’s father, Charles, might have married his first wife in Ditchingham and his second in 

Norwich but it transpires he was actually a native of Alburgh (which in the early 19th century had a 

thriving linen weaving trade) and it was to the neighbouring village of Wortwell he returned, this of 

course neighbours Denton, and I suspect this is how the young couple, Rebecca and Benjamin met.   

The Legood / Loom household was in Wortwell by 1861; Henry Legood aged 2 had like his older 

brother, William Loom Snr, aged 4, been born in Pulham so the family could not have long been in 

the village.  Still living in Wortwell in 1871, the two years old Henry from 1861 had died and been 

replaced by another sibling 2 years his junior and bearing the same name – a common practise at 

the time. At this stage the parents and 5 children were sharing their small cottage with an elderly 

lodger. In 1867, when the couple baptised Jane their address was given as Greenland Barn.  

Toddling forward to 1881 and the Legoods had transformed into Leggatts, William Loom Snr, 17 

years older than his youngest half sibling was plainly described as wife’s son, definitively clearing 

up any question as to if he had been due to a liaison between Benjamin and Rebecca before their 

marriage; no, he was the child of another liaison entirely. 1881 was also the census by which the 

family had moved back to Pulham. 

Rebecca died in 1893, aged only 50 and the widowed Benjamin set up home with his unmarried 

oldest son Henry (aged 30, this is not a family that rushed into the matrimonial estate) and daughter 

in Pulham.  Henry married a widow, 5 years older than himself in 1899 (I suspect precipitated by the 

imminent arrival of his first child) and by 1901 with his wife, two of his own children and 6 step 

children aged between 24 and 8 years of age in the house it is not too surprising he had no space 

for his father; in 1901 poor old widowed Benjamin was back in the workhouse; not the one he had 

appeared in 60 years previously but the large Norwich Union workhouse up in Heigham, possibly 

due to him, unlike his father, having been born in Norwich. 

Moving back to Benjamin’s step son and his wife’s oldest son, William Loom(e) Snr; many such 

children were quietly absorbed into families and only discovered their true heritage when they 

married; whilst Benjamin may have clearly differentiated between William Snr and his half siblings, 

the lad can’t have been too unhappy as he had hardly rushed out of the nest, being in his mid-20’s 

when the family reappeared in Pulham in 1881. It was later that year that William Loom Snr married 

a Pulham girl, Anne Goldspink; goodness me the two lived next door-but-one to each other and not 

only was agricultural labourer William Snr’s new father-in-law an agricultural labourer but his 

daughter was a field hand; most unusual for women at the time and either indicating a strongly 

independent personality or a family on its uppers. 

Either way William Loome Snr and Ann Goldspink started their married life in Pulham, most likely 

with one or other of their parents; their 4 oldest children being born there before they appeared in 

Starston in 1891 where, judging by the census of 1901, they remained for at least another 5 years. 

However, in 1901 when William’s stepfather was in the Workhouse at Norwich, William himself was 

back in Wortwell, near to where both sides of his family had originated from and was busily raising 

his family, 8 children in all, 7 of whom were still alive at the time of the 1911 census. 

And goodness me, at the time of this later 1911 census once again they were back in Pulham! Whilst 

multigenerational households are not that common in most parts of Britain today, in Victorian and 

Edwardian Britain this was very much par for the course.  If a parent wound up in the Workhouse 

you were expected to contribute towards their maintenance if you could so, if there was space and 

your elderly could make some contribution (financial or practical) to the household, far better to have 



them stay with you. If you had just married, best save money and live with the in-laws who were 

also undoubtedly more expert in the ways of babies than a first-time wife! 

In 1911, William and Ann Loome may only have had 4 of their 7 surviving children living with them, 

but one of those children was their son William (James) Jnr and his wife Edith nee Smith (actually 

nee Edwards, aka Saunders aka Smith – see below), from Wortwell. This young couple had married 

in spring 1902; also featuring in this three-generation household were their two oldest daughters, 3 

years old Lillie (born as might have been expected in Pulham) and 18-month-old Hilda (slightly 

surprisingly born in Alburgh). Another son was imminent, Charles, born shortly after this census. 

However, William and Ann’s firs-born child, the father of our Harleston Hero, 6 years old James 

Loome, who was staying with his grandmother, Louise Smith, Metfield born.  Slightly surprisingly, 

married Louise Smith (and yes, unlike Edith, she was a Smith for real) was the live-in housekeeper 

for 49 years old George Skinner – more of this family later!  Not only was she married but she had 

been married 27 years – giving a calculated marriage date of 1884. 

There was obviously some kind of long-standing link between the two families as, back in 1901, 

Edith Smith, grandmother of our Harleston Hero, daughter of Louise, and a domestic servant, was 

in Wortwell visiting Harriet Skinner the widowed mother of George Skinner.  Oooh and then we look 

a few lines above Edith in the 1901 census and discover Louisa Smith, single (although in this case 

I think we can translate this as separated), living with George Skinner, along with another of her 

daughters, Gertrude Smith.  So quickly recapping, Louisa Smith appears to have a long-standing 

relationship with George Skinner who is 10 years her junior, is the mother of several children but by 

1911, at age 60, and having left Wortwell, is claiming to have been married for 27 years, which 

means she would have married in 1884. 

And then we find out about a ‘good deed’ undertaken by George Skinner, in May 1894, which slightly 

backfired on him.  He agreed to move some furniture for a Mrs Harry Smith who was leaving her 

husband, a watchmaker in Wortwell.  This furniture included a table, worth 1s, which she claimed 

as hers whilst her husband disagreed. George removed the table, Harry Smith prosecuted – case 

dismissed! 

And at this point kerching – who was Mrs Harry Smith?  Goodness me – it turns out that Mrs Harry 

Smith was George Skinners’ ‘Housekeeper’, Louise Smith. No wonder Harry Smith prosecuted; 

George had not only taken his woman but was also taking his furniture! 

Going way back to 1861, Louise Edwards, the 12 years old daughter of a farming steward was living 

in ‘the fields’ just off Skinners Lane in Metfield. On Skinners Lane itself, lived the Saunders, including 

John Saunders, a bricklayer journeyman (day labourer), at 24 literally twice Louise’s age. 10 years 

on, although I can’t locate Louise, her former neighbour John Saunders, having married Eliza from 

Wortwell, had chanced his arm up in London (desperate for builders as the city sprawled out  

covering former villages with terraces of brick villas)  where his two oldest sons had been born, but 

had then returned to Mendham where his 9 month old twin daughters had been born.  John’s wife 

Eliza(beth) died in late 1875, aged just 33, probably when attempting to deliver baby James, a little 

lad who died neo natal at about the same time.  

John was left with a fistful of children to raise so, what else, he finds himself a new wife; John 

Saunders and Louise Edwards married in early 1878, about 2 years after the death of his wife. 

However, this was to be a disastrously short liaison, Louise’s new husband died in 1880. In 1881, 

Louise was in Weybread, the widow of bricklayer John Saunders, left with 6 ‘Saunders’ children to 

raise, 2 of her own and 4 older stepchildren.  Even more challenging, the oldest stepson was a 16 

years old Agricultural Labourer, only 14 years her junior and, in the cheery way of the time, was 

described as an ‘imbecile’. Mind you, slightly confusingly, her youngest stepson was 8 years old, 



the same age as her oldest daughter, her youngest daughter was 5 and so would have been born 

2 years before her marriage. And yes, checking the baptism records these youngest ‘Saunders’ 

children were born ‘Edwards’, Louisa’s illegitimate children, and almost certainly that would have 

been their legal name – still why not, life was tough enough without having a census taker look down 

his nose at you! Thirty years later, the 1911 census revealed that of the 7 children she had brought 

into the world, only 3 were still living. 

It must have seemed a godsend when, in 1884 Henry Smith married the widowed Louise Saunders 

nee Edwards; the couple appeared in Needham in 1891 with 36 years old Henry (a watchmaker!) 

married to (Louise who had merrily knocked 5 years off her age), her daughters, Edith and Ellen 

(who had reverted to their true surname of Edwards) and another daughter, 3 years old Gertrude, 

who was of course an actual, for real, Smith! 3 years later, when there was the argument about the 

furniture, it seems that George had wooed and won the redoubtable Louise Smith ex Saunders, who 

then would have been 45 whilst he would have been in his very early 30’s, basically she was 1 ½  

times his age.  Her husband was still alive so although the couple set up home together, they would 

not have been able to marry – I must say I have nothing but admiration for this remarkable woman.  

As a single woman with two of her own children, she took on a large family and when, within two 

years, her new husband died, she stuck with the family.  She then found another husband, a 

relationship that lasted 10 years until she hitched her wagon to a man 15 years her junior, a 

relationship that seems to have lasted well. 

And then things get even more cloudy: George Skinner’s brother John Skinner had married a 

Leggett, and as we all now know Legett is another version of LeGood, although in this case if there 

was link it was a distant one! In the previous, 1881, census, there were 5 step children living with 

John Skinner and his wife Hannah late Leggatt. With the youngest child only aged 1, Skinner 

certainly had taken on a lot. Skinner and Hannah Leggatt had actually married in 1879, two years 

after the death of Hannah’s previous husband, George Leggat, died so presumably the 1-year-old 

‘step son’ was in fact Skinner’s, born before his parents married, judging by the mass baptism of 

Skinners and Leggatts in 1885, I would suggest that it was Frederick’s birth that provoked the 

marriage?  

 

 

From the Redenhall Baptism 

Register of 1885 

 

Whilst it may have been 

Frederick’s birth that 

provoked the marriage, it 

may well have been the 

birth of another child that 

provoked the spate of 

christenings, between two 

and six years after the birth 

of the children, the next but 

one entry in the register is 

of little Florence, daughter 

of the oldest of John 

Skinner’s stepdaughters, 

Mary Leggatt. 



We are actually going to make a bit of a detour here as the Skinners were one of the wilder families 

in the area in the late 19th Century but it has to be said not entirely unusual.  It is important to forget 

the sentimental view we have of the Victorian countryside.  These were often poorly educated people 

working hard at physically demanding jobs with no security, families were large, times were tough, 

beer was cheap and pubs were warm! 

There had been history between John Skinner and his wife’s husband. Back in 1876 there was a 

contretemps between Hannah nee Godswen’s first husband, George Leggatt who died the following 

year, and Hannah’s future second husband John Skinner.   

 

October 1876 

(Skinner)  a tall powerful fellow, was charged with assaulting George Leggat …. (who) was 

returning from the gala .. held at Harleston.  Defendant  .. accused complainant of refusing 

to buy some beer for him at a public house in Alburgh and knocked him down, striking 

him violently three or four times whilst he was on the ground. Defendant, who did not 

appear, was committed for fourteen days. 

 

I wonder if Skinner already had a soft spot for George Leggat’s wife, Hannah?  

 

The Skinners were a very close-knit family; In 1866, one of Harriet Skinner’s other children, Selina, 

was at age 11 working as nursemaid for George Rackham farmer of Wortwell when she brought a 

case against him for attempting to ravish her.  Brave decision at the time to bring such a complaint. 

By 1881 Selina was married to Alfred Everett and they were living with Selina’s illegitimate son 

Frederick Skinner (one of several in the family) and 3 younger, legitimate Everett sons. Frederick 

went on to join the army and by 1911 was a colour sergeant in the Royal Marines; 10 years married 

he had one son, one of many Leonard Skinners that suddenly popped up in this extended family! 

Looking at the 1891 census we find four households of Skinners were living more or less on top of 

each other in Wortwell:- 

James Skinner, wife and three children  

A few doors along brother Charles Skinnner, his wife and son, George Skinner III 

Next door to Charles, matriarch Harriet Skinner (widow) another of the brothers, George 

Skinner II and two lodgers. 

Next door to her were a fourth brother, John Skinner (Blind), his wife, two stepsons and 

three sons.  The oldest of these three sons, Frederick Skinner, was accused in 1897 of 

stealing a hen from a butcher in Harleston, case dismissed but his co-thief, Robert 

Wisken, pleaded guilty and was fined 5s and costs of 17s for this, his first offence 

 

And there they are again; all three families of Skinners appear in the local press when the three 

cottages are sold in 1891 with them listed as the sitting tenants! 

WORTWELL—Cottage, in three tenements, pleasantly situate by the high road 

from Harleston to Wortwell Street, and let to Messrs. Skinner and Sons. Auction and 

Estate Agency Offices, The Grove, Readham. Saxmundham. 

 

These cottages were at the best basic, in 1896 the Rural District Council put a nuisance abatement 

order on Mr Freestone, the owner, due to the lack of proper cesspools – smelly! In later years the 

family moved to the Holbrook Cottages – built in 1911 they must have been positively luxurious in 

comparison. 



  

In light of further information that unfolds about the family I think it only fair to highlight that in 1893, 

Mrs H. Skinner of Wortwell won a prize for having the best cultivated allotment in the Parish of 

Redenhall and Wortwell, having beaten all the men! She must have been a prodigious worker since 

she managed to produce 63 bushels of beet in 1892; we know this as widow Skinner of Wortwell 

successfully took Mr Brock to court when he tried to short-change her by 10 bushels! 

 

John Skinner, who married a Leggatt, and George Skinner who never married but had a long term 

relationship with Louise Smith, were two of the sons of Levi Skinner, also a farm labourer, who  

seems to have been a law abiding, god-fearing, hard-working chap. Going into the Wortwell Baptist 

Chapel registers, it turns out that John and Harriot Skinner nee Codling had baptised 7 children 

there between 1823 and 1835 including (in 1823) Levi, father of our clan of Skinners and rather 

later, (in 1830), his brother George Snr.  Levi baptised his four oldest children at the same chapel, 

including his son George Jnr who, in 1860, was the last child ever to be baptised there.  Getting the 

Skinner’s local court appearances off to an earlyish start was Levi’s brother George Skinner Snr of 

Wortwell who was fined 6s and costs at the Harleston Petty Sessions for being drunk on September 

29th 1872; the George Skinner Jnr (son of Levi) who had a long-term relationship with Louise, would 

have only been 9 at the time but in later years proved to be a bit of a lad in his own right!  Although 

in 1890 a George Skinner of Wortwell, fisherman, was convicted at Lowestoft of being drunk – I 

would suspect this to be Uncle George Snr rather than John Skinner’s brother, George Jnr who 

showed no interest in maritime excursions! 

 

Blind John Skinner, older brother of George Jnr, proved to be more than capable of getting into 

plenty of trouble himself, although his offences tended to be of a rather unsubtle nature!    

November 1869 

charged with aiding and abetting (wilfully and maliciously shooting a Muscovite 

Duck)….. Skinner pleaded guilty, but the other two defendants (Harry Parker and 

Walter Car(l)ver) denied being with him. … The defendants were convicted, and 

adjudged each to pay 5s the value of the goose, a fine of 9s, and expenses 6s 4d. 

Parker and Calver paid their amounts, Skinner allowed time, but, in default, to be 

committed for 14 days 

September 1874  

Riotous Conduct – John Skinner, of Wortwell, labourer was fined £3 and costs for being 

riotous and refusing to leave the Bell Inn, Wortwell, on the 13th August.  There was 

another charge against defendant for assaulting Matthew Osborne, at the same time 

and place, fined £1 and costs.  Defendant did not appear and in default of the fines 

being paid, he was sentenced to two months and 21 days hard labour. 

This seems to have had no deterrent effect at all:- 

May 1875 at the Bungay Petty Sessions 

John Skinner of Wortwell, labourer was charged with being drunk and riotous on the 

14th of May… Police Constable Abbett .. said he was very drunk and like a mad man.  

As there were seven (my itallics) convictions standing against him, he was fined 20s, 

costs 7s 6d, or twenty-eight days. 

March 1876 



John Skinner of Wortwell, laborer, and William Miles of Wortwell, laborer, were charged 

with committing malicious and wilful damage to a window, the Property of John Sancroft 

Holmes 

The window belonged to one of Sancroft’ tenants in Redenhall, the two broke several panes with 

stones and, not having the money to pay the 25s 3d fine, wound up in prison for 3 weeks instead! 

July 1876 

Drunkeness - John Skinner, of Wortwell, labourer, was charged with being drunk and 

riotous at Harleston on the 10th Instant,ult. The defendant admitted the first part of the 

charge but denied that he was guilty of any disorderly conduct. Two police officers and 

the landlord of the Swan Hotel were called, whose evidence satisfied the Bench as to 

the correctness of the charge, and as defendant's name occurred more than once in the 

calendar of offences a fee of £2 and costs was imposed with the alternative of one 

month's imprisonment. 

In essence, John said ‘hands up – I was drunk but I was not causing any trouble.’  Unfortunately, 

the police and landlord had slightly different recollections of the incident and their evidence won the 

day! 

 

September 1876 

John Skinner, of Wortwell, and Samuel Plummer, of Bungay, were charged with 

unlawfully and wilfully obstructing the highway Bungay, by fighting with one another, on 

the 16th inst —Skinner did not appear. 

 

A month or so later there was the contretemps between Hannah Godswen’s first husband, George 

Leggat, who died the following year, and Hannah’s future, second, husband John Skinner.   

 

October 1876 

(Skinner) a tall powerful fellow, was charged with assaulting George Leggat …. (who) 

was returning from the gala .. held at Harleston.  Defendant  .. accused complainant of 

refusing to buy some beer for him at a public house in Alburgh and knocked him down, 

striking him violently three or four times whilst he was on the ground. Defendant, who did 

not appear, was committed for fourteen days.  

 

I wonder if Skinner already had a soft spot for George Leggat’s wife, Hannah?  

 
Earsham Dam in the 1912 Floods  

 

A year later and John Skinner, 24 was really 

tearing up the road on the Earsham Dam. 

September 1877 

John Skinner, of Wortwell, labourer was fined 

£2 and costs for furious driving at Earsham ….. 

the defendant was driving at the rate of sixteen 

or seventeen miles an hour, to the great danger 

of the public 

 



The Skinners as a whole were a fairly rambunctious family, this was not that unusual amongst 

families of the ‘labouring classes’ as they were called in those days. Another of the brothers, James 

Skinner was brought to court in early 1878 following what seems to have been a completely 

unwarranted attack on a William Mobbs, bricklayer from Alburgh, who had been attending the 

Wortwell Chapel with a group of friends.  James was one of a group who decided to heckle Mobbs 

and co as they left the chapel; James took it rather too far and ‘not content with causing annoyance 

only, defendant blacked the complainant’s face with soot and grease’.  Despite Skinner’s cronies 

swearing that he had done no such thing, the magistrates were not impressed and fined James the 

impressive total of £1 17s 6d.   This does seem to have been an uncharacteristic action for James 

and when he dies, at the age of 76 in 1935 his obituary describes this former Woodsman and Farm 

labourer on the Flixton Estate as having a ‘very quiet disposition . . . . very well-known and highly 

respected.  Ironically in light of his actions as a young man in 1878 the obituary goes on to state ‘In 

the past he had been interested in Church work! 

 His widowed survived to the impressive age of 92 – both funerals boasted an impressive array of 

family. 

 

Back to August 1878 

 

 HARLESTON. At the Petty Sessions on Friday   Frederick Sharman and John Skinner, 

Wortwell, labourers, for being drank and disorderly at Harleston…  Skinner pleaded guilty 

and the other defendant did not appear … The same defendants were further charged 

with committing an assault upon Frank Burgess & Henry Parker, at the same time and 

place … was settled out of court 

Oct 1879 and 

 

George Skinner of Wortwell, labourer was fined 5s and costs for being guilty of drunken 

and disorderly conduct on the 29th (Nov) at Wortwell. 

 

The poor old father, Levi, jobbing gardener, died suddenly, in 1881 at the early age of 52 being 

found dead in the garden of his employer Mr Bellward.  I wonder if the loss of their father sobered 

the lads up a little as the Skinner’s court appearances ceased for a few years; the next appearance 

in court was that of George Skinner, for trespassing in search of game in Mendham in 1884. 9 years 

later he received a swingeing 2 months hard labour for killing a hare! 

 

I don’t know if the Skinners just got punchy when they were drunk or if this was a sort of default 

tactic for settling disagreement but in November 1888, George Skinner wound up in court for 

assaulting Mark James a plate layer (railway worker).  The reason for this assault was not given but 

the upshot was he had a choice between a fine of £1 6d or 14 days hard labour. It has to be said 

that the prospect of hard labour was not an effective deterrent for the lads of this family so off he 

was trotted to prison. 

In 1889 both brothers were up in Harleston court on the same day; John for being drunk and 

disorderly, total fines, 11s 9d, whilst George Skinner was charged with being disorderly and refusing 

to leave the Yew Tree, Redenhall, 17s fines in total! 

Mind you, George Skinner did do a good deed in 1889 when he helped cut down a neighbour, Albert 

Love from a tree. 2 years earlier, in Nov 1887, Albert Love, Wortwell, late of London, was fined 13s 

6d in total or 10 days hard labour for being drunk and disorderly in Harleston.  In 1889 Love was 

trying to hang himself from a tree in his father-in-law’s garden, using a pair of reins. Along with 



another chap, Skinner cut down the unconscious Love and carried him indoors where it took Love 

about an hour to recover consciousness.  The moment he came around, Love took out his knife to 

try and cut his own throat.  The poor chap was ex-military, dismissed seven years earlier on account 

of suffering from epileptic fits.  He was the worse for drink, in spite of ‘having been out in the colonies 

and could not stand any drink’. PTSD or a classic military syndrome of the time, alcoholism and 

syphilis both brought on by the lack of other diversions?  Love was bailed on his own recognisances, 

to a sum of £100 before he finally wound up in the Norfolk and Norwich Assizes and pled guilty to 

attempted suicide,  

His Lordship addressed some kindly words to (the) prisoner.  He was discharged on 

entering into recognisances to be of good behaviour for twelve months. 

Whilst the attempted suicide took place in early 1889, in August 1889 a 29 years old Albert Love, 

plumber’s mate was sentenced to 6 calendar months hard labour for indecently assaulting Harriet 

Page in Homersfield.  I cannot imagine that there were too many Albert Loves in the area at the 

time. 

Eastern Daily Press 5 Aug 1889 

 

Although it seems they were a family 

happy to get into trouble together, perhaps 

a little bit too much ale had been taken in 

September 1889 when family solidarity 

crumbled severely. 

 

HARLESTON Special Petty Sessions. - Geo. Skinner, Wortwell, labourer, was charged 

with threatening Alice Skinner, wife of James Skinner, his brother.-  Defendant was 

ordered to find sureties, himself in £l0 and two sureties of £5 each for good behaviour 

for 6 months 

 

I wonder what provoked the verbal assault, another report claims he actually threatened to kill Alice 

which may explain why the case wound up in court rather than being sorted out within the family. 

Either way, George had to put up £10 himself, forfeitable if he was in trouble within 6 months, whilst 

two other people had to put up £5 each on the same basis.  I am not sure I would have been rushing 

to offer my £5! 

 

I suspect Alice was quite a scary lady in her own right, she wound up in court 5 years later, in 

September 1894, for assaulting Alice the wife of one of her neighbours, James Thurlow.  The case 

was dismissed. 

 

As things transpired, George Skinner just could not learn to curb either his tongue or his temper; 4 

months after he threatened his sister-in-law, later he was back in court in  

 

January 1890 

Charged with using threatening language to Robert Rayner, farmer of the same place 

and was bound over ..to keep the peace for six months and pay the costs 14s. 

 

He also was warned he would have to attend the next petty sessions with the people who had so 



rashly previously stood as guarantors for his good behaviour after the set to with his sister-in-law. – 

sounds as if a heavy combined fine of £20 was heading his way. 

 

George’s brother John, whilst having reined himself in somewhat, still got in a spot of trouble in 

1892, when 

John Skinner, labourer of Wortwell was summonsed by James Flagg, innkeeper, 

Wortwell with breaking four squares of glass. Fined a total of 17s 6d. 

 

After this outbreak, the amount of fisticuffs seems to simmer down, however that does not mean the 

Skinnners had become saints overnight. Several years later a  

 

Skinner, labourer. Wortwell, was charged with unlawfully having in his possession thirty-

two partridge eggs and five pheasant eggs and was fined 1/ respect of each egg, and 

costs 10/- 

 

47 shillings in total or £2.35 in modern terms and 

a huge amount of money!  

Diss Express  

23 Dec 1893 

 

I suspect this may have been George who had a bit of a track record for poaching, being caught in 

Mendham on 23rd April 1884, in Wortwell in May 1892, in Redenhall in June 1892 and Redenhall 

again in December 1893.  As a repeat offender it is not too surprising that the killing of a hare 

garnered him and his companion 2 months hard-labour 

 

In 1895, the Skinners were back battling each other, this time George had decided to take on his 

brother John; I could suggest this was rather rash, bearing in mind that it was generally agreed that 

even in his later years, John Skinner was a bit of a unit.  However, it was also 4 years after the 

census that described him as being blind so perhaps George, was taking advantage of a perceived 

weakness.  Disregarding the outcome of the brawl, the two were taken to court on cross summons 

of assault at Wortwell and both committed for 14 days as well as having to pay costs of 13s 6d each. 

 

In spite of his somewhat combative attitude to 

the world in general and his family in 

particular, George Skinner’s funeral, many 

years later, attracted a good turnout of 

various branches of the family, including Mrs 

Loome, the daughter of Louise Smith, his 

paramour for so many years. 

 
Diss Express  

24 Jan 1936 

 



The family matriarch Harriet Skinner died in early 1900, at the impressive age of 81, being buried at 

Denton.  In some ways this may have been a blessing as the following year her son, John, partially 

blind as he then was, came to a terrible end at nearby Wortwell. 

 

 

So, John Skinner, splendid 

sounding chap as he was, 

seems to have become 

confused and disorientated by the railway crossing near his home.  On the flat Waveney valley line 

there were a number of level crossings, some formal ones, some no more than a drift way 

approaching the line on private land.  It was at one of these informal crossings, between Harleston 

and Tivetshall, that in 1857 an 

 

engine came into violent contact with a cart drawn by three horses laden with manure … 

The cart was dashed to pieces and one of the horses was so seriously injured that it died 

before reaching the stable. Burgess, the man who was driving the cart was very much 

hurt .. at a private level crossing on Mr Saunder’s farm….It is hoped this accident will be 

a warning to persons endeavouring to cross a line when trains are approaching’ 

 

 There was also a crossing over the highway at Wortwell.  In early 1901, young Ernest Skinner, only 

16, and his 48-year-old father, John Skinner, came back from Harleston, ate their tea together at 

about 7.30 then at roughly 8 o’clock father John ambled off down the road – possibly to the pub?  

John had certainly been a bit of a drinker in his youth and through his middling years. No more was 

seen of him that night until his son went to look for him at about 6 a.m the next morning. 

 

At this point one can only be relieved that the provincial press at this time rarely printed photographs. 

Young Ernest, and I would like to state again he was only 16, found his father on the permanent 

way cut in pieces.  The driver of the last train to pass that way in the evening noticed no impact but 

on examining the engine found traces of blood and felt from a coat.  Another witness stated, ‘The 

body was cut in two. The right foot was cut off at the ankle’.  The article goes on to claim that ‘From 

its appearance deceased must have been struck by the engine when standing’.   

 

Ernest must have run back home and called for help from his close-knit family and it is difficult to 

imagine the horror when he burst into his home with the horrendous news.  James Skinner, brother 

of the deceased, stated he assisted to get the body home. Bearing in mind what had been reported 

of the injuries to John, how this was done, how John’s wife, children, other brothers, nieces, 

nephews etc etc reacted to the return of the mutilated remains of this man who had both taken on 

another man’s family and added to it with his own, has only to be wondered at.  How Hannah neé 

Godswen, later Leggat, then Skinner coped with the shock of being so suddenly and violently made 

a widow can only be speculated on.   

 

Digging deeper, the blindness of this strong-minded, strong armed man is confirmed, the Norfolk 

Chronicle mentioned in passing he was blind whilst the Evening Star goes into more detail. 

 

SHOCKING AFFAIR NEAR HARLESTON. BLIND MAN KILLED ON THE RAILWAY. 

John Skinner of Wortwell, near Harleston, blind man of remarkably fine physique, was 

missed from his home on Wednesday evening. A search was made, and this 

(Thursday) morning his dead body was discovered. 



 

Since he was first recorded as being blind in 1886 when he was summonsed for keeping a dog 

without a license and he was still described above, 14 years after his first record of blindness, as 

having a remarkably fine physique I think we can only assume he was a fiercely independent chap 

determined to keep working in spite of his visual impairment. In the early years of his marriage, he 

had been a hawker, presumably he had been forced to give up this occupation as his sight 

deteriorated. 

 

Bearing in mind the family's fondness for a pint or 

three, it probably was not the best arrangement 

to have both James and George living opposite 

the Wortwell Bell as they were in 1903 – I pity the 

wives! 

 

Several of the Skinners, including James 

Skinner’s son Leonard, put the family’s 

enjoyment of a good fight to good use, joining the army.  John Skinner’s brother James, the chap 

who helped return John’s body to his home, was father to Leonard, aged 2 in 1891. In the 1901 

census, the family were still living in Wortwell, 12 years old Leonard Skinner was working as a farm 

labourer.  By 1911, the family had moved into town, living up on Candlers Lane but, unlike their 

neighbours using the old name of Duke William Lane.  The father, James Skinner was ‘working 

away’ (in Wortwell in the household of one of his recently married older sons, Albert James Skinner, 

Albert’s wife and 6-month-old baby plus two more of James’ younger sons, Stanley and Arthur).  

This left James’ wife Alice as head of the household (she finally died aged 92, in 1949, at Holbrook 

Cottages, Wortwell, having resided at Wortwell for over 60 years) daughter Kate was working in the 

hosiery factory (a relatively new, local place of female employment opportunities) and Leonard was 

now Pte Skinner – having initially signed up in in 1905 for 6 years with the Royal Garrison Artillery! 

Pte Skinner’s grandson reports that Leonard served with the Cold Stream Guards during World War 

1 and also that Leonard was a tall man with a good head of hair! The Guards were always keen to 

snaffle to taller soldiers; it seems that when Leonard re-enlisted for ‘the duration’, having achieved 

his full height by then, the Guards got him! 

 

Leonard Skinner Snr had an early brush with the law himself when in 1898 

 

Leonard Skinner, schoolboy, Wortwell, was charged with doing damage to trees at 

Wortwell, belonging to Norfolk County Council, and was ordered to pay 1s damage and 

1s costs. 

 

It seems keeping out of trouble was a bit of a tough call for many members of this family, in 1911, 

when Pte Skinner was back home visiting the family, he wound up being fined 1/- , costs 4/- for 

riding a bicycle in Wortwell without a light. 29 years later, Leonard Skinner Snr was again nicked for 

riding a bike without a front light in Wortwell, he was then described as a bricklayer, living in Holbrook 

Cottages, probably next to or even with his mother – hardly a serial offender! 

 

A few years later, a worrying time was had by this branch of the Skinner family when their son, Cpl 

Leonard A. Skinner Jnr was reported missing from his Rgt in spring 1943 following operations in 

North Africa, a dry and hostile environment for a lad from the lush green water meadows of the 

Norfolk/Suffolk borders. Better news was to follow when they received news that he was a prisoner 



of war in Italy, confirmed by a post card from the man himself, praising the work of the Red Cross. 

Cpl Leonard Aubrey Skinner who before the war had trained as a baker, had already had a 

challenging war, having joined the Norfolk Rgt in December 1939 he went on to serve in France and 

was one of the last to leave Dunkirk. Following a posting to North Africa in December 1942 he was 

transferred to the Northants Rgt and barely made 3 months in action before being captured. Less 

cheery news in June 1943 was the death of Leonard Skinner Snrs younger brother, Stanley Clare, 

aged 49 of Wortwell.  

 

Sadly, it appears that whilst Leonard II survived the war, he died not long after as a Leonard A 

Skinner of the right birth date died in Yarmouth in 1947, aged only 29.  

 

 

One of the few girls in this bunch of scrapping 

Skinners was Harriet Skinner, a few years younger 

than George, named after her mother Harriet, wife 

of Levi.  Harriet never married, went into service, 

left the town, was returned for burial at Redenhall 

and seemed to have made quite an impression on 

the good folks of the town as well as inspiring a 

good turn out from her prodigious family. Once 

again, Edith Loome, the daughter of her brother’s 

paramour was part of the congregation showing 

how fully accepted the relationship was even if it 

was never blessed in church. 

 

Diss Express 7 Feb 1930 

The earliest record I have of a misbehaving 

Skinner was the James Skinner who, along with 

Wm. Grimmer was sent to the County Gaol, way 

back in 1819, by Archdeacon Oldershaw charged 

with stealing various articles, the property of Thos. 

Chalker, from a stable in the occupation of John 

Crowe of Alburgh. The earliest record I have of a 

Skinner in Wortwell is of the widowed Sarah 

Skinner who married widowed Edward Amyas 

back in 1697 – 7th October to be precise!  

 In contrast, when Daisy Skinner, the wife of Mr L. 

Skinner, was buried in 1954, this former resident of Alburgh, married to a nephew of John Skinner 

– the fine figure of a (blind) man who perished on the railway line over fifty years previously, living 

in the heart of the Skinner’s stamping ground, High Rd Wortwell, was a very respectable co-founder 

of Harleston and District’s over 60’s club and a delegation of the RAOB also send a wreath! 

Anyway – we have come a long way from the Loomes and Legoods/Leggets having been distracted 

entirely by the family of our Harleston Hero’s great grandmother Louise Smith’s common law 

husband. 

 

So, quick reminder; William (James) Loome Jnr married wife Edith nee Smith (actually nee Edwards, 



aka Saunders aka Smith), from Wortwell in the spring of 1902; in 1911, 6 years old James Loome 

was staying with his grandmother, Louise Smith and (effectively) his step grand-father George of 

the battling Skinners of Wortwell.   

 

William Loome Snr and his wife, Ann Goldspink started the year of 1915 in splendid patriotic spirits 

having received a special mention in the local paper in February 1915 due to four of their sons, two 

of whom were married, serving in the Army. It later transpired they also had two sons in laws serving 

in the forces.  By the end of 1915, this confident patriotism must have changed to sorrow. William 

(James) Loome, father of our Harleston Hero, Robert James Loome served with the 1st Essex in 

WW1 but met his end at sea in 1915.  He was on board the HMS King Edward, one of almost 1400 

troops that had embarked at Avonmoth to be deployed at Gallipoli.   

 
Diss Express  

26 Feb 1915 

 

 

William’s ship was 

torpedoed on the morning of 

13th of August and in spite of 

sinking within 6 minutes managed to send a distress signal which a nearby Ship responded to.  The 

ship rescued 440 men over a period of 6 hours; two French destroyers and a number of trawlers 

rescued over 200 more; William was not one of the lucky ones and his death is marked on the 

Pulham Mary War Memorial.  His family were informed that he was missing believed to have been 

drowned when the Royal Edward was sunk in the Aegean Sea, his widow and three grieving children 

(James, Lily and Hilda?) were 

also mentioned. William is also 

commemorated on the Helles 

memorial. 

 
Diss Express  

10 Sep 1915 

 

 

Diss Express  

8 Oct 1915 

 

A few months later, William’s brother Charles, 

become another casualty when following the 

battle of Loos, he had to have a leg 

amputated.  Some three months later he 

returned home to his parents and young wife; 

Charles had married in early 1915 to a girl with the splendid name of ‘Tottie’ M Buck! This marriage 

was most likely precipitated by the arrival of their daughter Emma born in the early summer of that 

year. Tragically, this was not a story to have a happy ending; Charles died in the final quarter of 

1916, a year after he had lost his leg. His death is not marked on the Pulham war memorial, instead 

he has his own gravestone as of course he was buried in the church yard.  His grieving father had 

engraved upon his stone ‘God will bind the broken chain together when we meet again’. 



 
 

 

 

Diss Express   28 Jan 1916 

 
 

 

 

 

Diss Express  

25 May 1917 

 

As mentioned above William Loome Snr 

married Ann Goldspink; three Goldspinks are 

also commemorated on the memorial at 

Pulham.  This is a family that paid a high price for their patriotism. 

 
Diss Express  

30 Nov 1917 

 

William Loome Jnr’s widow 

Edith was left in Wortwell with three children to raise; this must have been a struggle and in 1917 

she was fined 4/- for failing to send her children to school regularly.   

 

15 years later, and Edith and William’s only son, James who was then a carter, working with horses 

like both his father and grandfather, married Ida Ellen Maud Colls, also of Wortwell. Now Ida was 

the daughter of a Crane Driver which may seem a tad bizarre; there are no quays or towering 

buildings in the area however there were gravel pits!  These had been worked for many years albeit 

in a manual way – a potentially lethal practice. 

 

Buried Alive – On Monday afternoon a very sad occurrence took place at a gravel pit at 

Needham, about a mile from this town. An old man named Emms, in the employ of Mr 

J.Smith, bricklayer, Harleston, was sent to the pit for the purpose of carting sand.  While 

… in his work a portion of the gravel bank caved in and covered the poor fellow who was 

alone at the time.  When news of the sad accident reached the town, help was … sent 

and the deceased extracted.  … had no doubt been buried at least two hours before his 

remains were dug out … “Accidental death” 

 



And indeed, a William Emms, aged 63 was buried at Redenhall on the 8th November 1888.  During 

the interwar period the gravel extraction became more mechanised perhaps it was at the pits that 

Mr Colls was driving his crane. 

 

Checking back, Ida’s father Frederick Charles Colls appeared in the 1881 census, one of the older 

sons of John and Jessie Colls, the Wortwell Blacksmith.  Mind boggling but, in 1881, John and 

Jessie had 8 children – not too outstanding at the time until you see their ages. Starting with John 

aged 8, the next children’s ages are 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, and 1!  Yes, a child every year for 8 years!  It is 

not too surprising that in 1881 John Colls was called off to the magistrate’s court to be fined 1s and 

4s costs for failure to send children to school.  

 

Norfolk News  

5 Jun 1880 

 

John Colls was, like 

his father Edward, a 

blacksmith.  Edward Colls had originated in Rushall but married local lass Phoebe Freestone 

(probably more commonly known as Freston)  in 1842.  The previous year Phoebe had been living 

with her widowed mother and younger sister on Harleston Common but the couple settled down to 

raise their family in Wortwell. Edward’s two sons followed him to become blacksmiths in their own 

right.  By 1871, the newly married John and Jessie had set up in the smithy, with Edward and 

Phoebe living next to them – all this adjacent to the railway station. By 1881, Edward had retired 

and whilst he was living by the Dove, he seems to be letting off the Smithy, presumably this was his 

pension plan, leaving his son John to find his own premises which he did on the main Bungay Road 

(older brother Edward Junior had headed off to his father’s home town of Rushall). 

John was a fairly typical chap of his time, got into the occasional bit of bother but really no more 

than was needed to keep his reputation intact in a time when actions spoke louder than words.  In 

1879 he was hauled up to court when a disagreement deteriorated, as was most common at the 

time, into fisticuffs.  The court agreed that both parties could let the matter lie! In 1904 he was fined 

4s costs for leaving 

his horse tethered by 

the highway (this was 

an illegal practice 

often adopted to 

obtain free fodder for 

livestock), an offence 



he had been fined 2s for 6 years previously. 

 

Eastern Daily Press  

28 Nov 1891 

 

In 1891, John’s son, Frederick Colls, grandfather of our Harleston Hero got himself into a spot of 

bother by pushing his luck a bit far with a young lady. He and a group of youngsters (he was 16 at 

the time) had been to see fireworks at the Redenhall Grammar School.  On the way back he put his 

arms around Miss Louisa Knowles neck and kissed her!  The poor chap was called up in court and 

the case was dismissed on the conditions that the costs were paid and his father flogged him! Ouch. 

Two years later old Edward Colls died and 

his property was up for sale, presumably 

leaving his sons with a little extra cash to 

invest in their businesses. 

 

The 1911 census reveals that John and 

Jessie Colls actually had 15 children in 

total, of whom 11 were still living in 1911. It 

is in this census that Ida first appears, aged 

5 with her 7 years old sister at their grandparent’s house in Wortwell. 

Jumping back 10 years to 1901; Frederick Colls (Steamcrane Driver) was living up in London with 

his London born wife Mary, a sister and a brother, a Steamcrane Fireman – I can imagine the 

brothers being a team! Living in Fulham they were surrounded by a lot of railway workers so maybe 

he was working on the railways. I struggled to find Frederick in 1911, but he was back in Norfolk by 

1923 at Coldham Hall although he had moved to Tumbril Lane in 1925, the year before his father 

died.  I rather suspect that Frederick’s wife had either died or otherwise left him, hence the children 

being sent to stay with their grandparents and, when he was able to, Frederick rejoined his children. 

Anyway, at some point young James Robert Loome met up with Ida, born in London but really a 

Norfolk lass and they married in 1926. I think their first child was Maureen, born in late 1928, 

mother’s name given as Coles – bit of a mis-entry? Maureen appears to have been followed by 

three more siblings; 

William J, 1931, David J, 

1933 and last of all June 

in 1942.  These children 

were born in various parts 

of Norfolk: Mitford, 

Henstead and 

E.Dereham although it 

seems that Ida settled in 

Swanton Morley, her 

given address both in 

1943 and at the end of the 

war when the cemeteries 

were being assembled. 

When James enlisted his 

job was given as a 



Cowman, a peaceable sort of profession. 

The decisive Japanese attack on Singapore was launched on the 7th of February 1942, the British 

troops were poorly prepared, poorly equipped and the brass had underestimated their enemy.  8 

days later and the battle was over, the island was in chaos and the Japanese were in charge. James 

was originally reported missing although he was actually held in the Malai prisoner of War Camp 

having been rounded up on the 17th of February 2 days after the official surrender of the Garrison.  

James Loome, Prisoner 2617 appeared on a roll sheet; on the page of 70 names, he appeared on, 

11 men had died between the compiling of the roll sheet and the edition on which Loome still 

appeared alive. Doubtless many more of the men were to die before they were liberated. 

 it was not until May 1943 his fate as a prisoner of war was reported to the family by which time, he 

would have been in the Japanese Camp he died in.  At this time the horrendous conditions suffered 

by many such prisoners of war were 

largely unknown; James’ family must 

have been hugely relieved, his 

mother, who had lost her husband in 

the previous war particularly so.  

Diss Express  

28 May 1943 

 

James’ cremated remains, placed in 

an Urn, were laid to rest in 

Yokohama. James actual cause of 

death was given as Beriberi (a 

disease caused by vitamin 

deficiency) and enteritis, caused by 

contaminated food and something 

he probably succumbed to being in 

an already weakened state. 

 

Diss Express  

14 Jul 1944 

 

 

Over a year later and with cruel irony, in July 1944, J James’ mother received a post card from her 

son stating that he was ‘well and working’, this 4 months after his death in March of that year.  She 

was then living in Wortwell; one of her neighbours, Mrs Wilkinson, also received a card that month 

from her husband Driver W Wilkinson informing her that her husband was a prisoner of war in 

Thailand. I believe that unlike James, Driver Wilkinson survived, and came home the long way round 

via Australia. 

 

 

 

 


